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 
Abstract— This study was designed to identify the enablers 
of successful TQM implementation by Malaysian SME 
businesses. The study is importance due to the facts that 
SMEs are left behind in TQM implementation as compare 
to large organizations. The survey questionnaire 
distributed to 500 Malaysian small businesses and 153 
responded which contribute to 30.6% response rate. The 
aim of this survey was to gain a general understanding of 
TQM implementation and to identify the enablers from 
the respective respondents. The study investigated and 
identified the enablers of TQM implementation that are 
contributing to the SMEs performance.   
 
Index Terms—Enablers, Quality Assurance, SMEs, TQM  
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
The achievements of the Malaysian government and 
indigenous manufacturers have been impressive and the 
country made the successful transition from a commodity-
based economy to one focused on manufacturing in only the 
past 50 years. Today the Government of Malaysia seeks to 
make the leap to a knowledge-based economy and to increased 
value adding of manufacturing businesses. In 2010 Malaysia’s 
productivity performance grew by 5.8% to RM51,591 and this 
growth was driven mainly by both the manufacturing (9.4%) 
and services sectors (4.7%). As anticipated, the manufacturing 
sector recorded a much higher growth than the national growth 
of 5.8% and mainly significantly contributed by SME 
businesses.  
    From the early 1980s through the year 2000 and after, the 
Malaysian economy experienced a period of broad 
diversification and sustained rapid growth averaging almost 
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New foreign and domestic investment played a significant role 
in the transformation of Malaysia's economy as well and this 
brought with it new SME businesses with international 
owners. Malaysia is one of the world's largest exporters of 
semiconductor devices, electrical goods, and appliances. The 
 
government has ambitious plans to make Malaysia a leading 
producer and developer of high-tech products, including 
software as well as an attractive destination for the 
outsourcing of manufactured goods. 
    In order to achieve this plan Malaysian SMEs need to 
ensure that they able are to produce quality product, on time 
delivery, be competitive in the market and stay ahead of 
competitors. This could be achieving through the 
implementation of Total Quality Management (TQM) 
practices effectively (Oakland, 2003).  
    The study therefore explores TQM implementation among 
Malaysian manufacturing SMEs to identify what are the key 
enablers. The survey questionnaire was distributed to 245 
manufacturing SME businesses and 112 was responded which 
contribute to 45.7% response rate.    
 
II. DEFINITION OF MALAYSIAN SMES 
A. Definition 
    Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) are defined as those 
businesses with not more than 150 full-time employees or with 
an annual sales turnover not exceeding RM25 million (SME 
Corp, 2011). These SMEs are further categorized into medium 
sized enterprises, small enterprises and micro enterprises. The 




Medium sized enterprises 
Companies with annual sales turnover 
between RM10 million and RM25 
million or employing between 51 and 
150 workers. 
 
Small sized enterprises 
Companies with annual sales turnover 
between RM250,000 and RM10 million 




Companies with annual sales turnover 
not exceeding RM250,000 or with no 
more than 5 full time employees. 
Table 1: Definition of Malaysian SMEs (SME Corp, 2011) 
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    SMEs comprised more than 99% establishments in 
Malaysia. In 2010 they contributed almost 31% share of the 
Malaysian Gross Domestic Product (GDP). SMEs share 56% 
of total employment and contribute 19% of total export market 
(SME Corp, 2011).  
III. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
 
    Many authors in literatures highlighted the important of 
TQM implementation for SMEs (Mc Adam, 2000; Yusof and 
Aspinwall, 2000; Abdullah, 2010). However, majority of the 
study focuses on large organization and left SMEs behind.  
The objective of the study therefore was to investigate and 
identify enablers of TQM implementation in Malaysian SME.  
IV. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
A. Total Quality Management Definition 
    The philosophy, theory, practice and terminology of TQM 
has emerged and continuously developed for the last 30 years. 
However, there is no agreement or consensus definition 
among the experts (Rungtusanatham et al., 2005; Eriksson and 
Hansson, 2003).  
    Zairi (1991) defines TQM as “a positive attempt by the 
organization concerned to improved structural, attitudinal, 
behavioral and methodological ways of delivering to the end 
customer with emphasis on constituency improvements in 
quality, competitive enhancements, all with the principles and 
procedures has yielded many benefits, including more 
satisfied clients, expending market share, increased revenue 
and high staff morale”.   
     Dahlgaard et al. (1998) provide two further definitions of 
TQM. According to them, the first definition is that “quality is 
a culture of the organization and the culture is focused on 
customer satisfaction and continuous improvements”. The 
second definition is that “TQM is a management philosophy 
that is characterized by scientific base, systematic base and 
covers the whole organization”. The first definition is often 
the approach deployed in Europe and the second definition is 
used in Japan. 
B. Total Quality Management Implementation 
    It is widely agreed that TQM is used as a way of continuous 
improvement (Goh and Ridgeway, 1994; Hackman and 
Wageman, 1995). Many organizations, especially large 
corporations, have benefited from TQM implementation 
(Benavent, 2006; Ahire and Golhar, 1996; Saraph et al., 1989; 
Yusof and Aspinwall, 2000b; Jabnoun and Sedrani, 2005).  
    Grant et al. (1994) suggest TQM implementation faces 
challenges such as the redesigning of existing work and 
organizational structures and the redefinition of organizational 
goals and objectives. The challenges are similar to other 
revolutionary change transitions. Therefore, the commitment 
of senior management in understanding TQM is vital (Ahire et 
al., 1996; Saraph et al. 1989).  
     From the literature reviewed thus far, it can be seen that 
TQM must be studied from a management perspective so that 
an appreciation of the holistic enterprise approach to TQM can 
be understood. The critical subsystems that have been 
identified by the authors in this field imply the need to view 
TQM from the perspectives of key subsystems and managers 
engaged in business management, operations management and 
quality assurance as well as those at the highest level of the 
business who set out the strategy that must be followed.  
V. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
A. Survey Methods 
    The survey method is a primary data collection technique 
with good versatility. It consists of various methods including 
personal interviews, telephone interviews and questionnaires. 
According to Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002), the survey is an 
effective tool for obtaining opinions, attitudes and descriptions 
as well as for identifying cause and effect relationships. The 
survey method was considered a useful way of collecting data 
in a short time period whilst allowing respondents the ability 
to give their answers.  
 
B.  Sampling Techniques and Sample Selection  
    Sampling techniques are very important to increase the 
validity of the data collection and ensure the sample is 
representative of a population. Sampling techniques reduce the 
amount of data to be collected and allow a conclusion about 
the whole population to be drawn (Zikmund, 1997; Saunders 
et al. 2003).    
    The list of potential respondents was obtained from the 
office of Small and Medium Industries Development 
Corporation (SME Corp). The respondents for this research 
were selected from the winners of best practices from 2000 to 
2010 (500 companies) organized by SMIDEC which focusing 
on manufacturing base companies only. This was due to the 
significant contribution of the manufacturing sector to both 
GDP and employment (Shamsuddin et al., 2004; Saleh and 
Ndubisi, 2006). The survey questionnaire was distributed to 
500 companies and 212 companies were responded and 
provide 42.4% response rate.   
 
C. Pilot Testing 
    The data collection phase of the research process typically 
begins with pilot testing. Pilot testing is used to refine the 
questionnaire and ensure the validity and reliability of the data 
collected (Saunders et al., 2003). In this research, pilot testing 
was conducted to ensure that any discrepancies in the 
questionnaires during design were rectified and corrected 
before the actual survey. A total of 30 questionnaires were 
sent out to the Managing Directors of Malaysian SMEs and 25 
companies responded (response rate of 83.3%). All relevant 
feedback was taking into consideration to redefine the 
questionnaire before distributed to respondents.    
 
D. Reliability and Validity 
   The Cronbach’s alpha value ranged from 0.75 to 0.86 and 
therefore, it was within the acceptable level and the results of 
the study were considered reliable (Hair et al., 2010). In the 
case of validity, the questionnaire in this research used content 
validity and criterion validity for the validation process. The 
questionnaire was sent out for expert review for content 
validity and improving from the comments and feedback. 
Correlation was conducted for criterion and the results shown 
in Table 2. 
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Analysis was carried out using the chi-square independent 
test to examine the relationship between perceived TQM and 
selected variables that have been highlighted in the literature. 
 
 
Constructs                    1                    2                    3                    4 
_____________________________________________________________ 
TQM Practices               1.00 
Performance                   0.699**         1.00 
Process Management     0.470**         0.473**            1.00 











    The chi-square independent test was the most appropriate 
means of analysis for this research due to the very small size 
of the samples involved and the data having a non-normal 
distribution (Pallant, 2005). The companies that had 
implemented TQM were identified through questions of the 
survey questionnaire (these required respondents to state their 
perception of whether their business was TQM organization 
or not). This obviously is a reflection of an individual’s 
viewpoint but this question was cross compared to ensure that 
the individual’s belief was in accordance with other tests of 
TQM performance. The test was carried out by the researcher 
to identify enablers of TQM implementation.  
A. General Descriptive Statistics of Respondents 
1. Background of respondents 
    This study focused on Malaysian manufacturing SMEs. 
The sample list provided by SME Corp. consisted of 500 
registered Malaysian manufacturing companies. A total of 
500 questionnaires were distributed to Malaysian SMEs and 
212 companies responded.  
    The first analysis was carried out to test the maturity of the 
businesses and to identify new businesses where TQM can 
have been ‘designed in’ rather than having evolved (Table 3). 
The table indicates participating companies had mature 
business systems with 95.4% having more than 5 years of 
establishment. The results indicate that the majority of 
respondents had greater experience and a more stable 
business.  
    The participating companies’ ownership consisted of 
private limited companies (commercial imperative for profit), 
public limited companies and partnerships. Most of the 
respondents were private limited companies and this result 
ensured the business culture among participating companies 
was that of an SME rather than a small subsidiary of a large 
corporation. 
 
   Characteristics                                  Percentage                           Total 
_______________________________________________________ 
Year of Establishment 
- Less than 5 years 
- 5 – 10 years 
- 11-15 years 










- Private Limited 








- Sole proprietorship  
- 
- 

















- Less than 50 persons 
- 51-100 persons 








Table 3: Respondents background 
    In term of activities of participating companies, the table 
indicates that there were quite diverse and ranged from plastic 
component production, metal based component production, 
furniture, food, electronic and rubber production. The plastic 
based component was the main activity in which respondents 
in Malaysian SMEs were involved (42.0%). The employment 
size also indicates that all of the responding companies had 
fewer than 150 and therefore, the results fit with the definition 
of SMEs by the Malaysian governments.  
1. Perceived as TQM Organization 
    In the case of TQM organization, 31.1% of respondents 
perceived that their organization implemented TQM while 
68.9% declared they were not. The result was higher than that 
of the studies conducted by Idris et al. (1996) and by Tan and 
Sia (2001), which also focused on Malaysian SMEs. Both 
studies indicated 13.0% and 19.0% of the respondents had 
implemented practices they believed to be TQM in their 
companies.  
2. Quality Management System Certification 
    The study found that almost 80% of the responding 
companies were certified by ISO 9000:2008 (Table 4). This 
indicates that majority of respondents had a quality 
management system implemented in their company. Tan and 
Gilbert (2001) suggested that the reasons for companies 
applying for certification because of the directives from senior 
management as well as customer demand. The chi-square 
independent test shows that the quality management system 
had association with perceived TQM organization (2 = 
15.354, p = 0.000). This indicates that quality management 


















QS 9000 17.8% 
TS 16949 8.9% 
ISO 14000 2.2% 
________________________________________________________ 
*P<0.001 
Table 4: Quality management system certification 
 
3. Approaches to TQM Implementation 
     The analysis revealed in Table 5 that majority of 
respondents (70.5%) agreed the approaches of TQM 
implementation by their organization were company wide.  
The chi-square independent test highlighted this approaches 
had statistical differences with perceived TQM organization 
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(2 = 12.453, p = 0.000*). This indicates that company wide 
approaches have an impact on TQM implementation.  
 
 
Approaches                       Percentage         Chi-Square Test     P Value 
 _____________________________________________________________                             
Company wide                      70.5%                12.453                0.000* 




Table 5: Approaches to TQM Implementation 
 
4. Product Delivery on Time 
    Table 6 presented product delivery on time by organizations 
to customers. Most of the respondents (85.5%) are able to 
deliver products on time to customers. The chi-square test 
result illustrates the association between product delivery on 
time and perceived TQM organizations (2 = 13.226, p = 
0.004). The result shows product delivery on time has an 
influence on TQM practices.  
 
Product Delivery on Time      Percentage       Chi-Square Test     P Value 
______________________________________________________________ 
Yes                                                  85.5%                 13.226             0.004* 
No                                           14.5%                             
________________________________________________________  
*P<0.005 
Table 6: Product delivery on time 
 
5. Lead Time Offers to Customers 
      Lead time is the time required to perform a task or job 
(Schonberger et al., 1997). The results in Table 7 shows that 
more than 40% of respondents offered lead times less than 5 
days to customers. The results therefore suggest that 
respondents in this research are able to offer shortest lead time 
to customers.  The chi-square test are significant (2 = 10.951, 
p = 0.003) portray that lead time offers to customers had an 
association with TQM implementation.  
 
Lead Time Offer           Percentage           Chi-Square Test         P Value 
_______________________________________________ 
< 2 days                         8.9%                
3-5 days                        33.3% 
6-14 days                      35.6%               10.951              0.003* 
15-30 days                    15.6%    
> More than 30 days      4.4% 
_______________________________________________ 
*P<0.005 
Table 7: Lead Time Offer to Customers 
 
6. Company Strategy 
    A strategy is important to organizations regardless of their 
size as it establishes the direction of the system and its 
purpose. The strategy directs the organization towards 
achieving a stated goal and objectives. The process of 
formulating and developing a strategy is the responsibility of 
the senior management team in the company who acts as 
system designers. The results in Table 8 indicate majority 
(86.7%) had a formal strategy in their company and have an 
association with TQM implementation (2 = 16.183, p = 
0.003*).  
 
Strategy                     Formal                 Chi-Square Test              P Value 
________________________________________________________ 
Yes                            86.7%                        16.183                      0.003* 
No                              13.3%       
________________________________________________ 
*P<0.005 
Table 8: Company Strategy 
 
7. Quality Management Training 
    Training is part of company strategic activities to enhance 
the skills and knowledge of employees and equip them with 
the ability to improve continuously. From the results (Table 9) 
it’s indicate that most (95.8%) of the respondents had sent 
their employees for quality management training. Further 
analysis shows an association between quality management 
training and TQM perceptions (2 = 15.352, p = 0.005). 
      
Quality Management Training     Percentage     Chi-Square Test   P Value  
_________________________________________________________ 
Yes                                                 95.8%                15.352            0.000* 
No                                                4.2%  
________________________________________________ 
*P<0.001 
Table 9: Quality management training attended 
VII. DISCUSSION 
1. Enablers of TQM Implementation 
    In this research, the TQM enablers for improving business 
effectiveness were identified through the chi-square 
independent test. The enablers were then divided into three 
main functional activities in organization consists of business 
management, quality assurance and operations management. 
Table 10 indicates significant enablers that related to four 
important functional in organizations and reinforcing the 
importance of an effective socio-technical systems design.  
 
Functional Activities           Enablers                Chi-Square Test            P Value 
__________________________________________________ 
 
Business Management       Formal strategy                  16.183               0.003* 
                                            Quality management         15.352               0.000* 
                                            training attended 
Quality Assurance              Quality management         15.354               0.000* 
                                            system certification 
                                            Approaches to TQM         12.453                0.000* 
                                            implementation 
Operations Management    Lead time offers                 10.951               0.003* 
                                             Delivery on time               13.226               0.004*     
____________________________________________________________     
*P<0.005 
Table 10: Enablers of TQM Implementation  
 
2. Business Management 
    The respondents in this research were almost similar in 
terms of size, level of technology and number of employees. 
As such, the major organization design contingencies were 
similar and consistent (Kast and Rosenzweig, 1972). 
Management involvement in improvement activities was very 
significant across subsystems and for performance objectives 
and being align effectively. Integrated approaches to business 
management in the top down approach were combined with a 
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much greater attention to gaining the full participation of all 
key personnel in the organizations.    
3. Quality Assurance 
    Quality assurance goes beyond written operating procedures 
and includes the integration of employee improvement 
activities to ensure continuous and sustainable process 
development. These processes of quality assurance therefore 
extend the mere procedural bias proposed by quality 
standards, as presented in the literature (Hoyle, 2001). Many 
authors in the literature agree that a quality management 
system is a foundation of TQM implementation (Garvin, 1988; 
Slack et al., 2004; Schonberger and Knod, 1997; Sun, 2000; 
Lewis et al., 2006) and this not only supports the view, but it 
also shows how quality assurance businesses remain in a mode 
of conforming to written quality standards rather than 
emphasizing the importance of improving business 
performance and reviewing the standards themselves.  
4. Operations Management 
    Operations management enablers were divided into several 
categories including quality, delivery and cost. Delivery 
process capability refers to practices to ensure the product is 
received on time by the customer and is cost related to the 
time or money involved in maintaining product quality. The 
result in Table 10 indicates that the majority of the enablers 
were related to quality, and this indicates quality is very 
important to a company’s performance and competitiveness.  
VIII. CONCLUSION 
    It should be noted that all the high performance cases in this 
research exhibited high levels of management design and 
features that reinforced the integration and formalization of 
system practices across the entire business. Of all these 
features, the most important areas of management that directly 
influenced high performance were found, through statistical 
analysis. Therefore, based on the findings of this research, it is 
argued that integration and highly formalized systems of 
management, technical designs and human resource 
integration were the features for TQM implementation for 
Malaysian SMEs. These features provide an initial map of the 
basic system design that underpins demonstrated higher 
performance and confirms a superior socio-technical design 
for these businesses that share the same technology, 
customers, and geographical location.  
 
    The major differences relate to the subsystems of planning 
and a management-led approach to employee-based 
continuous improvement and the view that strategy should 
dictate the structure of quality systems within a business. In 
summary, the study has and continues to reinforce the role of 
management as systems designers and shows how important 
these managers are in designing effective systems that are 
capable of sustaining levels of high performance.  
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